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Quinn: Latter-day Saint Prayer Circles

latter day saint prayer circles
D michael

quinn

A central characteristic of religious devotion is the existence of
ordinances rites and special observances that not only symbolize sacred relationships between deity and mankind but also bind together the religious participants as a group distinct from the unenlightened the unconverted and the uninitiated one immediately thinks
of such examples as the ancient practice of ordination by the laying
on of hands the sacrifice of animals the abrahamic circumcision
the mosaic ceremonial clean
cleansings
sings and dietary laws and the christian
baptism and sacrament these ordinances have not only been clearly
recorded in sacred history but have also been witnessed by non
believers
this binding process in religion has often been achieved through
secret as well as public rites latter day saint scholar hugh nibley
has devoted much research to ancient ordinances that were hidden
from the world and were intended to be experienced in sacred seclusion the importance of such study lies in the fact that within the
church of jesus christ of latter day saints are certain nonpublic ordin ances that mormon leaders have repeatedly affirmed are divine
dinances
restorations of ancient ordinances of god 2 LDS prophets have identified these as temple ordinances known as washing anointing
endowment sealing and second anointing 3
like other temple practices the existence of a special prayer
circle ceremony has been referred to in official publications of the
1
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earlier version of this article was presented at the welch symposium in honor of professor

hugh

nibley 28 march 1975
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LIDS prayer
LIDS
LDS church 4 the specific ceremony of prayer in the LDS
circle is known as the true order of prayers
prayer
prayer5 and has been described
in church related publications for example in 1933 the church periodical improvement era printed the following statement
5

president lorenzol
lorenzo snow put on his holy temple robes repaired
again to the same sacred altar offered up the signs of the priesthood
and poured out his heart to the lord 6

moreover a recent biography of LDS president spencer W kimball
gives this description of the weekly prayer circle of the quorum of
the twelve apostles
every thursday the council of the twelve met in a room on the
salt lake temples fourth floor the apostles sat by seniority in
twelve large oak chairs in a crescent around an upholstered altar harold B lee played a small organ in the corner as they opened with a
hymn then all twelve dressed in
m temple clothes formed a prayer circle
around the altar the prayer completed they changed back to street
clothes to handle the quorums
Qu orums business 7

LDS prayer circle organizations published their own hisin addition LIDS
LIDS
tories in 1895 and in 1929 8 thus through publications of the LDS
los
church one may learn that an ordinance of the temple is known as
the prayer circle that it requires the participants to pray in a circle as
they are dressed in holy temple clothing and that the prayer is accompanied
compa nied by offering certain signs of the priesthood at an altar

precedents

TO THE LDS PRAYER CIRCLE

one ancient

predecessor of the LDS prayer circle is found in the
ceremonies of the early christian church deriving from a practice
apparently inaugurated at the last supper this apostolic prayer circle
is described in the apocryphal acts of john first published in english in 1897
he bade us therefore make as it were a ring holding

day
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one an others hands and himself standing in the midst he said answer amen unto me 9 hugh nibleys
Ni bleys research into a large number
of greek syriac and coptic texts has produced a composite overview indicating that certain elements of latter day saint prayer circle
ceremonies are recognizable on many occasions in these ancient rites
some ancient texts require prayer circle participants to wash their
hands or to receive secret words and ordinances or to be dressed in
special clothing other texts require them to harbor no ill feeling
toward their neighbors to pray in the circle with uplifted hands or
foot to foot or holding hands generally the participants in these
ancient rites repeated the speakers words in antiphonal manner and
copied his actions as he led the circle in prayer either at an altar or at
a veil 10
closer to joseph smiths own time and place was the use of
circle worship among nineteenth century participants in american
protestant revivals at the most famous revival of that era in cane
reviva lists
ridge kentucky one eyewitness wrote in 1801 that the revivalists
ccollected
collected in small circles of 10 or 12 11 moreover in the methodist
episcopal revivals of the 1820s and 1830s when the invitation was
given there was a general rush the large prayer ring was filled and
for at least two hours prayer ardent went up to god 111212 As is well
known joseph smith and most other leaders of the early LDS
church had observed or participated in protestant revivals
contemporary with the impact of religious revivalism in america was the influence of freemasonry in masonic ritual of that era
there was a prayer ceremony which an official masonic source described as follows
lodges were opened at sunrise the master
taking his station in the east and the brethren forming a half circle
around him 13 from other sources it appears that after the masons
unitedly repeat the masonic signs previously received the brethren

acts of john 94
96 in M R james the apocryphal new testament oxford clarendon press
9496
1924 pp
ap 253 54 james dates this document as not later than the middle of the second century
ibid p 228 an english translation of the new testament apocrypha had been available in print at
of john was noted as one of the apocryphal pieces not
least as early as 1820 but at that time the acts ofjohn
see the apocryphal new testament trans william hone london william hone
now extant
apocrypha
1820
of john was first published in Apo
apocypha
cypha anecdota second series ed M R james in
the acts ofjohn
butions to biblical and patristic literature ed J A robinson 10 vols cam
texts and studies contributions
contri bunions
1952 vol 5 no 1 p ix
bridge cambridge university press 1891
18911952
hugh nibley the early christian prayer circle in this issue of BYU studies
As cited in catherine C cleveland the great revival in the west 1797 1805 chicago university
of chicago press 1916 p 79
rev james erwin reminiscences of early circuit life toledo ohio spear johnson & co 1884
12rev
p 68

albert G mackey an
2 577
ory company 1920 2577

2 vols
encyclopedia of offreemasonry
freemasonry 1

rev ed

new york the masonic hist-
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assemble around the altar and form a circle and stand in such a position as to touch each other leaving a space for the most excellent
master who
then kneels joins hands with the others which
closes the circle 111414 joseph smith became a master mason on 16
march 1842 but had associated for a number of years with such loyal
masons as hyrum and john smith heber C kimball newel K
whitney james adams george miller and john C bennett 15
with its methodist masonic and early christian antecedents
the LDS prayer circle did not arise without parallels in fact historical parallels are the strength of the firm LDS position that mormonism is not a new creation but instead in its most essential features is
a restoration of those sacred doctrines and practices revealed by god
to man from the beginning in mormonism the reception of divine
revelation is an active responsive process rather than a passive operation if joseph smith had any knowledge of these earlier practices of
prayer then that partial understanding served as an incentive for him
to seek divine and more complete instruction

development OF LDS PRAYER CIRCLE 1829 1846
public and private prayer were
although conventional forms of pqblicand
practiced within the LDS church from its earliest years there were
significant variations in the conduct of prayer physical objects were
sometimes used in connection with prayer between 1827 and 1829
arim and
the prophet joseph smith sought revelation through the urim
16 160liver
ilver cowdery was by
liver
oliver
160
thummim as well as through a seer stone igo
and
revelation given the gift of working with a rod of nature
therefore whatsoever you shall ask me to tell you by that means that
117moreover during the
will 1I grant unto you that you shall know 11717 moreover
david bernard light on masonry A collection of all the most important documents on the subject of
emulative
tive
eculative
ecula tite
Sspeculative
Y william williams 1829 pp
rite free masonry utica N Y
ap 15 28
ap 116 17 also pp
for further analysis of this relationship see E cecil mcgavin mormonism and masonry salt lake
city bookcraft 1956 mervin B hogan utahs memorial to free masonry royal arch mason 11
fall 1974
199 204 and kenneth W godfrey joseph smith and the masons journal of the illinois
1974199
state historical society 64 spring 1971
79 90
197179
laffey day saints century 1I
B H roberts A comprehensive history of the church ofjesus
latter
6&
of jesus christ of laffer
log doctrine and covenants introductions
1 129 2106
2 106
6 vols salt lake city deseret news press 1930 1129
16 and 17
14 15
1516
1114
to sections 3 6 7 11
A book of commandments for the government of the church of christ zion independence mo
W W phelps & co 1833 p 19 in the revelation to oliver cowdery in may 1829 bro B H
h1
ha
roberts said that the gift which the lord says he has in his hand meant a stick which was like aarons
rod it is said bro phineas young brother in law of oliver cowdery and brother of brigham young
got it from him cowdery and gave it to president young who had it with him when he arrived in
this salt lake valley and that it was with that stick that he pointed out where the temple should be
artmen t of the church
Dep
built anthon H lund journal 5 july 1901 archives division historical nep
department
departmen
of jesus christ of latter day saints salt lake city utah hereafter cited as church historical department
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nauvoo period apostle heber

C

kimball inquired by the rod in

prayer 18
prayer in a circle was inaugurated in the LDS school of the
Kir dand ohio in 1833 according to a reminiscence of
prophets at kirtland
zebedee coltrin fifty years later

they opened with

prayer joseph then gave instructions to prepare
their minds he told them to kneel and pray with uplifted hands
about the time that the school was first organized some wished to see
an angel and a number joined in the circle and prayed when the vision
came two of the brethren shrank and called for the vision to close or
they would perish 19

in the LDS church prayer was conducted in a circle as early as 1833
but this was after the conventional manner of protestant revival
tc
cormons prayed in a circle before 1842 they
tcprayer
prayer rings when mormons
did not offer those prayers as a part of intricate rites as was done
anciently and after 1842
even the revelation of 19 january 1841 which spoke of william
laws receiving the keys by which he may ask and receive blessings
d&c 12497 did not refer to the true order of prayer joseph
dac
smiths remarks to a theological lyceum at nauvoo illinois in 1841
indicate that the 1841 revelation had reference to the manner in
which deity is named
the great god has a name by which he will be called which is
Re
referance
ahman also in asking have reference
ferance to a personage like adam for
god made adam just in his own image now this is a key for you to

know how to ask & obtain

20

not

until 1842 did joseph smith give instructions and priesthood
ordinances that constituted what was known first as the holy order
and became known later as the endowment
on 4 may 1842 hyrum smith william law brigham young
heber C kimball willard richards newel K whitney george
miller william marks and james adams met in josephs private
office where joseph taught the ancient order of things for the first
heber C kimball 1844 1845 journal 6 june 1844 5 july 1844 25 january 1845 church historical department
19 19minutes
minutes of the school of the prophets salt lake city 11 october 1883 p 69 church historical
department italics added
2
res record has no page
mclntires
mcintires
record of william P mcintire church historical department McInti
numbers and is only sketchily dated the first entry is mistakenly dated 8 january 1840 since the second
entry is dated tuesday the 12 which was tuesday 12 january 1841 from the latter date until his
summary of the april 1841 conference the meetings are indicated without any designation of date or
day of the week apparently the lyceum met weekly in which case the statement quoted in the text was
given on 9 march 1841
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time in these last days and recieved
relieved
reci eved their washings anointings and
endowments 21 it is very likely that the true order of prayer was included for heber C kimball wrote apostle parley P pratt on 17
eved some pressious
reci
relieved
june 1842 we have recieved
pres sious things through the
preshious
prophet on the preasthood
preast hood that would caus your soul to rejoice 1I
can not give them to you on paper fore they are not to be briten
riten 112222
although the order of prayer may have been instituted as early as
1842 the organization of a prayer circle was not complete until 1843
the initial meeting for this purpose occurred on 26 may 1843 involving eight of the men who had received the 1842 priesthood endow ment plus additional men A summary of this may 1843 meetdowment
ing is the first entry in a document at the LDS archives titled
meetings of the anointed quorum journalizing 1843 4 23 the
full establishment of a prayer circle that included women occurred
on 28 september 1843 which is described as follows in the published
history of the church

at

half past eleven a m a council convened over the store consisting of myself my brother hyrum uncle john smith newel K
whitney george miller willard richards john taylor amasa lyman
john M bernhisel and lucien woodworth and at seven in the
manjohn
mansohn
evening we met in the front upper room of the mansion with william
law and william marks by the common consent and unanimous
volce of the council 1I was chosen president of the special council
voice
the president led in prayer that his days might be prolonged until
his mission on the earth is accomplished have dominion over his

elden jay watson ed

manuscript history of bangham
1801 1844 salt lake city smith
brigham young 18011844
bngham
secretarial service 1968 p 116 HC 5511 2 omits william law and william marks from the list of
men which is in error as shown in the following sources heber C kimball 1840 1845 journal before
the 1845 entries in a passage in a section titled strange events
aniciaced
aniciated
anici aced
ted into
june sic 1842 1I was anicia
the ancient order was washed and annointed and scalled and ordained a preast and goforth
soforth in company
with nine others viz josept smith hiram smith wm law wm law marks judge adams brigham
young willard richards george miller N K whitn
m heber C kimball 1845 1846 journal
cy and ir
whitney
21 december 1845 p 159 about 4 years ago next may ie
1842 nine persons were admitted
i e may 18421
into the holy order 5 are now living B young W richards george miller N K whitney & H C
kimball two are dead james adams and hyrum smith and two are worse than dead the apostatized
william law and william marks HC 5511 2 also errs in stating that in may 1842 these men obtained
the highest order of the melchisedec
Melchi sedek priesthood this particular entry was not a quote from joseph
melchisedek
boumal
oumal which was not begun in the 1842 period until december 1842 the published HC entry
smiths journal
appears instead to have been a reconstruction of the may 1842 event by the church historian several
years later it is clear from the organization of the quorum of the anointed on 28 september 1843 that
the highest order of the melchisedec
Melchi sedek priesthood cannot be obtained by men alone but must be obmelchisedek
tained by men in connection with their wives through the ordinance of second anointing see disc
dis
fn 31 and d&c 1311
cassion below an
cussion
132
152 19 20
131
151 1 4 13219
22 22kimball
kimball to pratt 17 june 1842 parley P pratt and heber C kimball papers church historical

dac

department
21 21meetings
meetings of the anointed quorum journalizing 1843 4 included with joseph smith journals
joseph smith jr journal 26 may 1843 church historical department HC 5409
5 409
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enemies all their households be blessed and all the church and the
world 24

the

reference to joseph smiths being chosen president of a special
council has caused one historian and joseph smiths most recent biographer
ogra pher to conclude that this was an early organization of the theo15 a misinterpretation
which results from a
cratic council of fifty 25
textual alteration made in the published history instead of the
words 1 I was chosen president of the special council the original
record reads baurak
badrak ale was by common consent & unanimous
voice chosen president of the quorum & anointed & ordained to the
badrak
highest order of the priesthood & companion ditto
ditt 0 111626 baurak
ale was a designation for joseph smith jr and his companion on
this occasion was his wife emma 27 the quorum mentioned was
often designated the quorum of the anointed
the holy order
of the holy priesthood or the holy order in the diaries of its
nauvoo participants and in the official records available about its
meetings A reference to quorum in a diary or other record is too
vague in itself to assume application to a prayer circle nevertheless
the sources are sufficiently abundant that by cross checking different
sources for the same date it is possible to identify the nauvoo prayer
circle when it was described by its various names
women were excluded from the holy order for more than a
year after joseph smith administered the endowment to nine men in
may 1842 this may have been the result of the scandals surrounding
ped three
disfellowship
the apostasy of john C bennett bennett was disfellowshipped
weeks after joseph smith introduced the holy order and within a
month bennett began publishing an expose
expos6 charging joseph smith
exposi
lifery and a female lodge of masonry acwith introducing spiritual wifery
tually a reference to the relief society in the cross currents of

ditto

6639
HC 659
39
14hc

political kingdom of god and the council of fifty in mormon
joseph smith
state university press 1967 p 59 donna hilljoseph
hill
Hil
michigan stare
hii ljoseph

Quest jor
klausa
klausjJ hansen questor

history east lansing mich

the first

mormon
marmon garden

empire

the

N Y doubleday 1977
city NY

p 367

joseph smith journal 28 september 1843 meetings of the anointed quorum 28 september
1843 manuscript history of the church 28 september 1843 church historical department
see d&c
in27see
21 emma smiths participating in the holy order continued into 1844 as in
10321
dac 103
Kim balls 1840 45 journal prior to his 1845 endicated in the strange events section of heber C kimballs
tries january 1844 my wife vilate and menny females was received in to the holy order and was
balls 1844 1845 journal states on 4 october 1844
kimballs
mointed by emma also heber C Kim
inointed
washed and pointed
4 friday met in council at sister emma smith in company with my bre of the twelve the bishops
and the temple commity
commits and expressed our feelings to her & what our intentions ware she seemed
pleased with our course it seamed like old times the latter passages of this entry were omitted in HC
7283
1616joseph

85

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1979

7

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 19, Iss. 1 [1979], Art. 6

charges and denials that joseph smith had proposed spiritual marriage to sarah M pratt wife of orson pratt both apostle pratt and
his wife were excommunicated from the LDS church in the summer
of 1842 by their own request this seems to be what heber C kimball was referring to in 1845 when he said that women were not admitted to the holy order at first because men had been led by their
wives out of the church 28
when bennett was falsely claiming in
28when
1842 that joseph smith had established a female lodge of masonry
there is no evidence that joseph smith even hinted that women
would be admitted to the holy order or endowment it was not
until the summer of 1843 six months after the pratts were reinstated
into the church and after the bennett scandal appeared to have
faded away that joseph smith prepared to admit women to the holy

order 29
2

beginning 28 september 1843 the wives of previously endowed
men were given the ordinances of anointing and endowment in order to join the prayer circle and other men and women were admitted to the anointed quorum each week by the time joseph smith
and hyrum smith were murdered in june 1844 more than sixty five
persons were members of the quorum of the anointed 30 following

heber C kimball 1845 1846 journal 21 december 1845 p 159 bennetts allegations regarding
sangamon
sangamo journal springfield
the holy order sarah M pratt and a female masonic lodge appeared in sangamojournal
111
8 july 15 july 2 september 1842 pratts case is described in T edgar lyon orson pratt early
mormon leader masters thesis university of chicago 1932 pp
ap 34 44
jhc
9hc
HC 44604
604 presents minutes of the nauvoo female relief society which would seem to indicate
that as early as 28 april 1842 joseph smith had suggested that the women would one day receive the
ordinances of the endowment and participate in the prayer circle he spoke of delivering the keys of
the priesthood to the church and said that the faithful members 0of the relief society should receive them in
connection with their husbands that the saints whose integrity has been tried and proved faithful might know
how to ask the lord and recel
ve an answer for according to his prayers god had appointed him elsezecel
receive
where however none of the italicized words in this quote from the published history of the church
were in the original minutes see nauvoo female relief society minutes p 37 church historical
Hist oncal de
ment no document presently extant supports the conclusion that joseph smith suggested prior to
apartment
part
partment
1843 that women would receive the endowment and participate in the prayer circle
30alphabctical
alphabetical list of persons who were admitted to the quorum of the anointed during the life
time of
ofjoseph
joseph smith and who participated with him in weekly prayer circle meetings james adams
and wife mary almon W babbitt john M Bem
hisel reynolds cahoon and wife thirzah william
bernhisel
elizabeth 5 durfee joseph fielding and wife hannah
clayton alpheus cutler and wife lois sister ellzabeth
eilzabeth
john P greene orson hyde and wife marinda nancy heber C kimball and wife vilate joseph C
kingsbury william law and wife jane cornelius P lott and wife permelia amasa M lyman william marks and wife mary catherine george miller and wife mary catherine isaac morley and wife
lucy fanny young murray william W phelps and wife sally orson pratt parley P pratt and wife
mary ann levi richards willard richards and wife jenetta sidney rigdon agnes C smith george
A smith and wife bathsheba hyrum smith and wife mary john smith and wife clarissa joseph
smith and wife emma lucy mack smith samuel H smith william smith orson spencer and wife
catherine john taylor and wife leonora mercy R fielding thompson newel K whitney and wife
elizabeth ann lyman wight wilford woodruff and wife phoebe lucien woodworth and wife
phebe brigham young and wife mary ann joseph young and wife clarissa see the brief record of
woodruff journal from 2 december
meetings of the anointed quorum the entries in the wilford woodruffjournal
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the example of joseph and emma smith many of the members of
this group received the second anointing during the lifetime of joseph smith to which president wilford woodruff publicly testified 31 others like sidney rigdon and orson pratt participated
alone and therefore did not receive the second anointing in connection with a spouse male membership in the first prayer circle included only the most prominent leaders of the church and kingdom of god in most cases they were general authorities or
prominent in the bishopric of the church or leadership of the
nauvoo stake whereas the other men in the anointed quorum
who were still faithful to joseph smith in the spring of 1844 also
became members of the council of fifty 32
prior to the death of joseph smith it is significant that the female members of the quorum of the anointed were in nearly every
case the monogamous wives of the male members of the group exceptions were lucy mack smith the mother of joseph the prophet
and the widow of patriarch joseph smith sr agnes M coolbrith
smith the widow of joseph smiths brother don carlos fanny
young murray widowed sister of
ofbrigham
brigham young mercy R fielding thompson widowed sister in law of hyrum smith and sister
durfee who may have been the widow elizabeth davis brackenbury durfee aside from lucy mack smith the other four women were polygamous wives mercy fielding thompson was the plural wife of hyrum smith agnes coolbrith smith fanny young
murray and elizabeth davis durfee were identified in contemporary
and later sources as plural wives of the prophet joseph smith moreover a special case was marinda nancy hyde who had been sealed in

1843 to 26 february 1844 the entries for september 1843 to may 1844 in joseph smith

jr

journal in

history of the church the entries of 7 and 10 de
cember 1845 in heber C kimball journal all the above manuscripts at church historical department
and the list of members of the quorum of the anointed in the newel K whitney 183345
1833 45 account
book in box 6 folder 15 newel K whitney family collection special collections harold B lee
library brigham young university provo utah in the LDS genealogical library at salt lake city
microfilm
183371 of the nauvoo temple supplemental record of endowments is a list on pp
ap
66 67 of persons who received the endowment prior to 1845 only fifty three of the more than eighty
6667
members of the 1843 45 anointed quorum are listed and most of the dates are inaccurate
young womens
1894 513
womensjournal
journal 5 august 1894513
515 for contemporary evidence see wilford woodruff
journal 20 january 25 january 4 february 1844 and corresponding entries in meetings of the
6 181
anointed quorum in the manuscript history of the church in HC 6181
ibi 96 in history of joseph
irl
22 406 455 586 and in joseph smith jr journal
smith latter
lafter day saints millennial star 22406
compare the list of members of the council of fifty in 1844 as found in hansen guest
por
quest
jor empquestjor
for
an 30 above
ire
lre p 223 with list in fn

roberts history

of the church and in manuscript
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1842 to joseph

smith

as a plural wife

but participated with her hus-

33
band orson in the holy order 35
during the lifetime of joseph smith only about seventeen percent of the women in the holy order were plural wives and little
more than one third of the men had married plural wives these
men and women of the holy order were a select group a religious
elite within the church yet plural marriage was a minority practice
among them scores of men and women were not allowed to par
ticipte in the holy order until after 1844 even though they had entered into polygamy during the lifetime of joseph smith therefore
during the lifetime of joseph smith polygamy was only an appendage to the highest order of the priesthood established on 28 september 1843
this quorum or prayer circle practiced during the life of joseph smith the ordinances that were subsequently administered in
LDS temples this is indicated in a fall 1844 journal entry by joseph
fielding brother in law of patriarch hyrum smith

when sidney rigdon had thus

selected A party he taught them
those things which he had learned in the quorum as it is called ie a
company on whom joseph had conferred the endowment being
clothed in garments and received the last dat sic
hicl instructions that
sicl
&c these things
joseph could give them being washed and anointed ac
were to be kept sacred as it was not to become a general thing till
the temple be finished rigdon was admitted there A short time be-

plural marriage historical record 6 may 1887233
255 34 and joseph F smith
235
1887 233
1887253
ap
jr blood atonement and the origin of plural marriage salt lake city deseret news 1905 pp
81 105 contain lists of the wives of joseph smith as well as the affidavits of other men and women
joseph smith
who stated that they had entered into sanctioned plural marriages during the lifetime of ofjoseph
S
in the list of ofjoseph
joseph smiths wives in john C bennett
agnes smith was shown as mrs A
of joe smith and mormonism boston leland & whiting 1842
enose ofjoe
the history of the saints or an expose
poleg
p 256 in 1892 a formal plural wife of william smith testified that when she married smith in polyg
of joseph smith
amy in 1843 she was living with agnes M smith who was at that time a plural wife ofjoseph
this testimony was omitted from the abstract of evidence published by the reorganized church of
8th circuit
jesus christ of latter day saints see testimony of mary ann west in U S circuit court ath
testimony 1892 manuscript transcripts church historical department d 1160 box 1 folder 8
temple
679 and compare with complainants abstract of pleading and evidence
676679
23 questions 676
ap 381 82 elizabeth davis durfee was listed by
lamoni iowa herald house 1893 pp
lot case
and she was identified elsewhere as a plural wife of
bennetts
bennett s history of the saints as mrs D
of joseph smith the mormon
joseph smith see fawn M brodie no man knows my history the life ofjoseph
and ed rev new york alfred A knopf 1972 p 469 mrs durfee was sealed by proxy to
prophet 2nd
joseph smith for eternity under her maiden name elizabeth davis on 22 january 1846 in the nauvoo
temple marinda nancy hyde was sealed to joseph smith in february 1842 according to an entry in
the joseph smith journal on the page following the entry for 14 july 1843 the best recent studies of
nauvoo polygamy are danel W bachman A study of the mormon practice of plural marriage before
of joseph smith masters thesis purdue university 1975 and william lawrence foster
the death ofjoseph
between two worlds the origins of shaker celibacy oneida community complex marriage and
ph D diss university of chicago 1976 pp
mormon polygamy phd
ap 189 360
33

andrew jenson
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fore these troubles took place almost the last that was admitted
the writing of this entry at the end of 1844 34

as of

the quorum

of the anointed met for the true order of prayer and
for ordinance work at least weekly in four separate locations during
joseph smiths lifetime from september to november 1843 in the
front upper room of the mansion house from november to december 1843 in the southeast room of joseph smiths homestead
from december 1843 until june 1844 in the assembly room over
joseph smiths store and on a few occasions in january february
1844 in brigham youngs house after 1844 emma smith no longer
participated in the holy order and its meetings were held in the
homes or stores of other members of the anointed quorum attendance at the prayer circle of the holy order varied from half a dozen
to forty persons at each meeting 35
although this first prayer circle organization of endowed persons
was called the quorum there is no evidence that the quorum of
the anointed functioned in any sense as a priesthood quorum in
governing administrative matters of the church and kingdom of
god it is true that male members of the anointed quorum often
met together for prayer meetings and to conduct administrative business but in the context of these meetings it is obvious that these
men were acting in their capacity as church leaders or as members of
the political council of fifty had the quorum of the anointed itself been conducting church business then female members of the
tt
ttquorum
quorum would also have been involved which was not the case
even when male members of the anointed quorum conducted administrative business they sometimes made a distinct separation between meeting in their church capacity to discuss administrative

oncal dehistorical
Hist
64 entry for ca fall of 1844 church histoncal
ap 63
6364
joseph fielding 1843 1859 journal pp
and seasons who became
times
limesand
timesand
sand
ment in addition ebenezer robinson an editor of the nauvoo Time
part
partment
scare
stare a few facts which
disaffected from the church and left nauvoo in 1844 later wrote we here state
came under our personal observation As early as 1843 a secret order was established in nauvoo called
the HOLY ORDER the members of which were of both sexes in which we were credibly informed
scenes were enacted representing the garden of eden and that members of that order were provided
252 reprinted in E cecil
with a peculiar under garment called a robe the return 12 april 1890
1890252
mcgavin mormonism and masonry 4th
ath ed salt lake city bookcraft 1956 p 136
35for
for meeting places during joseph smiths lifetime see joseph smith journal 28 september 12
november 2 december 1843 22 january 27 january 12 may 1844 in heber C kimball 1844 45
journal are the following specific references 11 august 1844 we met in the holly order at B young
evning of the holy order praid fore the sick and
I1 october 1844 had a meeting at my hous in the eining
Preast hood meet over elder parley P
fore the govner 26 january 1845 in the eining
evning the holly preasthood
pratt store elder page Reci
eved his admi
recieved
admitence
relieved
tence in to the holy order 20 march 1845 the holly order
evning the holly order met at W richards we felt
evning at B nobles 4 april 1845 last eining
met in the eining
the bawor of god 29 october 1845 the brethren of the holy order met at john taylors morning
3434joseph

and evening for prayer
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matters and meeting as the quorum of anointed to have a prayer
circle about the matters discussed for example on 25 june 1845
five apostles and the two general bishops of the church met to discuss letters from william smith and general jonathan dunham
they ended their meeting at noon and reconvened three hours later
with two other members of the anointed quorum to hold a prayer
circle in which they prayed about the letters discussed at the earlier
meeting the difference between priesthood council and the function
of the holy order was distinct 36
the clearest evidence that the quorum of the anointed or holy
order was not a governing council in the church and kingdom of
god can be seen in a crucial incident that occurred on 11 december
1845 in the nauvoo temple the men and women of the anointed
quorum conducted a prayer circle in the celestial room of the
temple and after we got through president young called the following persons into hebers
aebers room viz H C kimball P P pratt J
taylor 0 hyde john E page george A smith amasa lyman
newel K whitney george miller and wm clayton brigham
young presented to them a letter from samuel brannan which indicated there would be opposition by the US government to the
movement of the latter day saints from nauvoo into the western
regions the men eight apostles the two general bishops of the
church and the clerk discussed this serious matter prayed in the
true order about it and after we got through there was a unanimous feeling that the lord would answer our prayers and defeat our
enemies prest young said we should go away from here in peace in
3337
1137
37
spite of our enemies 0337
if the anointed quorum had been a governing council then it
would have been presented with this potentially disastrous information and would have discussed and prayed about it instead brigham
young dismissed the quorum of the anointed and called together
only the apostles the general bishops and a clerk for the meeting
moreover eight members of the council of fifty were excluded from
this crucial meeting even though they had participated in the prayer
circle of the anointed quorum immediately prior to the priesthood
council 38 all available evidence shows that the holy orders only
C kimball 1840 1845 journal 25 june 1845
haber
hcber C kimball 1845 1846 journal 11 december 1845 manuscript history of the church 11
december 1845 HC 7544
38tbe
the members of the council of fifty who participated in the prayer circle of the quorum of the
anointed but who were not invited to this important meeting immediately thereafter were alpheus
Bem hisel
cutler isaac morley orson spencer joseph young cornelius P lott john smith john M bemhisel
C kimball 1845 1846 journal 11 december 1845
berC
He
heberc
heber
john D lee and william W phelps deberc
31heber
heber

90

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol19/iss1/6

12

Quinn: Latter-day Saint Prayer Circles

administrative function pertained to the conduct of the endowment
ordinances from 1843 to 1845 for example on 14 december 1845
the anointed quorum voted to sustain the rules brigham young
had presented to them for the future conduct of temple ordinances 39
having thus conferred the keys and form of the true order of
prayer joseph smith apparently also authorized members of the
anointed quorum to practice the order of prayer apart from the rest
of the prayer circle while heber C kimball was campaigning for
joseph smiths presidential candidacy in washington DC he recorded in his journal on 6 june 1844 last nite I1 clothed my self
efferd up the sines of the holy preasthood
and offerd
Preast hood and called one the
nam of the lord he hurd me fore my heart was mad comfortable
and a month later he and apostle lyman wight obtained confir
firmation
mation of the actuality of the martyrdom in answer to the order of
prayer

40

during the life of joseph smith the limited membership of the
anointed quorum tended naturally to make its members feel that
they were part of a spiritual elite after the death of joseph smith
the perils of mob action and apostasy combined to cause the apostles
and other leading men of the anointed quorum to decide on 9 august 1844 to add no new members quorum was conversed
about voted no women men to be admitted in the quorum till
41
times will permit 1141
both the camaraderie and isolation of the members of the holy order during this period are indicated in a letter of
wilford woodruff to heber C kimball on 12 may 1845 please
remember me to all of the holy quorum 1I should esteem it a
great favour to meet occasionally with you or even to meet with any
1142
42
one who had received their endowment 2142
the membership of the holy order was temporarily restricted
because as joseph fielding had written in 1844 joseph smith intended the endowment not to become a general thing till the
temple be finished apparently no new members were admitted between 14 may 1844 and 25 january 1845 existing evidence indicates
that only fifteen persons joined the holy order from january to december 1845
in contrast to the composition of those admitted to the holy

ibid
bid

december 1845
gheber
4heber
heber C kimball 1844 1845 journal 6 june and 12 july 1844
i
cai department
cal
hwillard richards journal 9 august 1844 church histon
4willard
historical
willard
dwoodruff to kimball 12 may 1845 heber C kimball papers parentheses in the original
4woodruff
woodruff

391391bid

14
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order during the lifetime of joseph smith most of the 1845 additions to the quorum of the anointed gave obvious prominence to
the practice of plural marriage louisa beaman eliza R snow and
olive G frost had been sealed as plural wives to joseph smith during his lifetime and after his death were married for time to brigham young prior to these three womens joining brigham young in
the holy order in 1845 zina D huntington jacobs had been sealed
to joseph smith in 1841 and she apparently joined the prayer circle
of the holy order in 1845 lucy decker married brigham young as
his first plural wife in 1842 and she joined him in the anointed
quorum in 1845 her mother harriet page wheeler decker was

sealed in polygamy to brigham youngs brother in 1843 and joined
the holy order in 1845 sometime after her daughter was admitted
sarah ann whitney kingsbury and sylvia P sessions lyon had been
sealed in plural marriage to joseph smith in 1842 and were admitted
to the holy order in 1845 about the same time that they were also
sealed for time to heber C kimball apostle kimballs
Kim balls daughter
helen mar kimball another plural wife of joseph smith also entered the holy order in 1845 joseph B noble had performed the
first polygamous marriage at nauvoo when he sealed his wifes
cifes sister

louisa beaman to joseph smith and both brother noble and his
wife mary adeline entered the holy order in 1845 brigham
youngs effort to institutionalize the practice of plural marriage is
reflected in the fact that of the fifteen persons admitted to the holy
order in 1845 nine were women who had entered plural marriage
with the sanction of the prophetjoseph
prophet joseph smith 43

43heber
heber

C kimball 1844 45 journal 25 26 january 20 21 march 17

april 2 may 31 july 1845
and zina D huntington jacobs diary 3 july 1845 both at church historical department and the list
of members of the holy order in newel K Whit
Ilibrary
meys 1833 45 account book harold B lee library
neys
Whi
whimeys
whitneys
whitneyt
BYU aside from those listed in the text the above sources also show that john E page and his wife
mary charles hyde and maria
mana
marla L tanner lyman also entered the holy order in 1845 Whit
whitneys
neys rec
whitneyt
ord presents the list of members in a manner that corresponds with the dates the individuals or couples
according to the husbands entry date were admitted into the holy order with the last verified admission prior to the martyrdom being that of lyman wight on 14 may 1844 following wights name
are the names of thirteen persons and the first seven of these names in whitneyt
Whit neys list seem to correwhitneys
spond to the entries for 25 26 january 1845 in heber C Kim
balls journal the last name in Whit
kimballs
neys
whitneys
whitneyt
list is mrs noble which would date his list about 20 march 1845 when Kim
balls journal shows that
kimballs
the holy order met at the home of ofjoseph
joseph B noble married women in Whit
neys list are indicated by
whitneys
whitneyt
the surname only and two of these mrs entries are smudged so that the surnames cannot be deciphered even though other partially smudged names in the list can be deciphered it is possible that
these unreadable entries refer to mrs lyman and mrs jacobs the entry date for mary L lyman is not
certain for none of the other manuscript sources presently available about the holy order mention her
until 17 april 1845 when the kimball journal refers to her receiving the second anointing with her
husband amasa amasa lyman was shown as an early member of the holy order by entries in the
joseph smith journal for 28 september and 12 october 1843 but he was not named again in any
available source about the holy order until 26 january 1845 when his own journal indicates he attended a meeting of the anointed quorum serious illness a prose
proselyring
proselyting
lyring mission and change of residence
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the

exclusiveness of the holy order was soon to give way to
the general admission of worthy latter day saints to the endowment
ceremonies in december 1845 male members of the quorum of the
anointed met for prayer circle in the nauvoo temple on 29 november 30 november and 5 december 1845 and at the later meeting it
was decided

on

sunday morning at 9 oclock all of the holy order will assemble
fore prair
pertack with us the
brair and council our wives will come and bertack
sacrament will be administered the sacrament sic and spend the
day in those things
thingsl that the spirrit shall teach this was the advise of
president B young 1I wa
witi this gave great joy to our wimmen 44
w4

when forty two members of the anointed quorum met on sunday
morning

december 1845 it was with

of pride that heber
C kimball recorded
the following persons are members of the
eved it in the life
Preast hood having relieved
holy order of the holy preasthood
Reci
recieved
1145
45
time of joseph and hirum the prophets 3145
from this time onward the membership restrictions that had
been imposed on the prayer circle of the holy order gradually ended on 7 december 1845 elder B young said this quorum should
meet here evry sabath and take the sacrament exactly one hundred persons were newly endowed in the nauvoo temple from 11
december to 13 december 1845 but only four of these new people
joined the sunday prayer circle of the holy order on 14 december
1845 on 21 december forty five additional persons less than a
tenth of the newly endowed attended the prayer circle of the
anointed quorum and were formed into two concentric prayer circles on 28 december 1845 about 200 persons were present clothed
A circle was formed composed of about 20
in priestly garments
7

a sense

Nau voos meetings ot
kept amasa lyman from nauvoos
of the holy order zina H jacobs was attending a weekly
prayer meeting prior to february 1845 that did not involve the holy order and which was apparently
for the purpose of conventional prayer Sseee her diary 23 january 1845 where a brother house not a
member of the holy order according to whitneyt
Whit neys list for this period took charge of the prayer meetwhitneys
ing she was attending an event that would never have occurred in the holy order where apostles
attended and presided each week the entry in the diary of zina huntington jacobs for 3 july 1845
however seems to refer co
to a meeting of the holy order at the thursday prayer meeting father john
exelent remarks concerning the priesthood prayer endowments &c
smith made some evelent
ac if the smudged
names of the two married women on whitneyt
Whitneys list do not refer to mrs lyman who definitely joined
whitneys
the holy order at least by april 1845 or to mrs jacobs who may have done so by july 1845 then at
least two persons admitted to the anointed quorum prior to december 1845 are unidentified data on
these 1845 additions to the holy order have been cross checked with the findings of another researcher

andrew ehat
heber C kimball 1845
1846 journal
18451846
45ibid
ibid p 35 7 december 1845

5

december 1845
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persons most of whom had received the ordinances and been admitted to the first quorum at a previous time therefore the exclusiveness of the holy orders special prayer circle was temporarily preserved in december 1845 by admitting only about ten percent of
those who were being endowed for the first time in the nauvoo
temple by january 1846 several thousand persons had been endowed and it was no longer possible for the single prayer circle of
the holy order to exist even by restricting its membership to ten
percent of those who were endowed on sunday 4 january 1846
there was no meeting of the anointed quorums
Qu orums prayer circle on
account of the floor being not stiff enough to support so large a
46
company as would have come in without swaying too much 1146
thousands of persons received the endowment in the nauvoo

temple and they became full members of the quorum of the
anointed in this regard heber C kimball told some newly endowed persons in 1846 that it is necessary for all who have been

through the temple to meet in quorum in order to become familiar
with the signs and tokens because they are the keys of the priest47
hood in this theseventh
the SEVENTH dispensation 1147the
the holy order or the
quorum of the anointed organized by joseph smith in 1843 had at
last achieved its ultimate purpose of including in its membership all
the worthy latter day saints who could receive the temple endowment those who had been privately introduced into the holy order
during the lifetime of joseph smith would continue to feel a special
attachment and status but the sense of distinction and elitism that
had characterized the holy order during the period 1842 to 1845
was now available to all endowed persons
an odd result of the expansion of the anointed quorum to include all latter day saints was the altered status of women in prayer
circle meetings after 1845 the anointed quorum organized by joseph smith had included both men and women but stopped its separate meetings in december 1845 heber C kimball indicated on 21
december 1845 that women could continue to participate with men

ibid pp
ap

7 11 14 21

and 28 december 1845 4 january 1846

mormons
comons lynn mass catherine lewis
catherine lewis narrative of some of the proceedings of the momons
1848 p 11 italics added she was relating her own observations of the teachings and practices of the
larter day saints at nauvoo where she received the endowment in the temple under the direction of
latter
iatter
apostle kimball in whose home she lived in utah the phrase endowment company was substituted
for the use of quorum to designate persons participating in the endowment ceremony also by the
1870s in utah LDS leaders had so long discontinued the earlier use of holy order that they used the
sec remarks of brigham young
term to describe the economic united order and to refer to polygamy see
and erastus snow in james G bleak annals of the southern utah mission book B typed p 221
and book C MS 15 december 1878 church historical department
47
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in separate prayer circle meetings when he stated to newly endowed
persons the sisters ought not to gather together in schools to pray
1148
48 1148nevertheless
unless their husbands or some man be with them 2148
nevertheless
the available records of the special and ecclesiastical prayer circles
from the 1850s to the 1950s describe only one instance in which women met with their husbands in prayer circle meetings A meeting of
the first presidency and the quorum of the twelve apostles in january 1896 shows that it was the policy after 1846 to exclude women
from mens prayer circle meetings
I1

the

subject of permission to the sisters to meet in prayer circles
was discussed as the question had been asked whether it would be
right or whether they could be permitted to meet with their husbands
in a prayer circle seeing that sisters had been admitted to prayer circles
in the nauvoo temple it was shown however that on such occasions
it was for the purpose of teaching the order of prayer as it is now the
custom in the temples it was decided that if the sisters desired to
officerssof
officer
of relief someet for prayer they could do so as members and officersof
cieties in their regular places of meeting but that it would not be advisable for them to meet at circles or to participate in prayer circle
meetings 49

so far as the records of mens prayer circles exist there was one occasion in 1958 when elder joseph fielding smith authorized members
of the newly organized smithfield utah stake prayer circle to include their wives in a prayer circle meeting once a year 50 from the
records in the LDS church archives it would seem that in both the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries after 1846 it was uncommon for
women to participate with their husbands in prayer circle meetings
that convened apart from the endowment ceremony this policy
perhaps unintentionally restricted the status of women
despite the disapproval of womens joining their husbands in
prayer circle meetings there is evidence that latter day saint women
in the nineteenth century met in their own prayer circles it appears
that under the direction of eliza R snow female members of the
church met for prayer circle during the pioneer exodus and in the
utah settlements 51 although this was not in accord with heber C

journal 21 december 1845
49journal history of
the church 30 january 1896 p 2 church historical department
5osmithfield
smithfield utah stake prayer circle minutes 25 may and 1 november 1958 church historical
department
the eliza R snow journals for 1847 1849 at the henry E huntington library san marino california make many references to her attending prayer meetings with the sisters of the church in a
conversation with hugh nibley on 28 march 1975 he said that his mother had participated in a relief
society prayer circle organized by eliza R snow in utah

heberc
debercC kimball

1845 1846

5
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kimbalps
balls
ails
alPs 1845 instructions such practice appears to have had priestKimbbbalis
kimballs
Kim
hood sanction at least in some cases in 1893 for example a general
authority and member of the salt lake temple presidency approved
the prayer circle meeting of some sisters in preparation for the rebaptism of a sister the sisters quite a number came to have a
ra
R winder took us up to the elders
prayer meeting so bro john r1
room where there was an altar around which we knelt aunt zina
young being mouth and the rest repeating after her I1 was then
baptized frank armstrong officiating 52 even after the decision of
the first presidency and the quorum of the twelve in january 1896
advising against relief society prayer circle meetings some ward relief societies continued holding occasional prayer circles
we then attended a prayer meeting in the afternoon of the relief
society all the sisters are members of our society was presant at this
meeting but one member all of us fasting that day and part of us having kept our fast for two days that the lord would hear our prayers
ingkept
that me and cecelia would be healed
we knelt in three different prayer circles then I1 offered up a prayer by my self 1I felt if the lord would heal me 1I would devote the
remainder of my days to his service 13

rarely privileged to join their husbands in the separate prayer circle
meetings after 1846 latter day saint women also discontinued even

relief society prayer circles by the early twentieth century
during the five years after the saints departure from nauvoo

occasional

separate prayer circles appear to have been restricted to a few ecclesias
siastical
tical and administrative units the elders seventies high priests
and high council had separate prayer circle meetings in the nauvoo
temple and it is possible that they continued to do so during the
exodus to utah and the establishment of church headquarters there
the only groups for which existing records show a pattern of prayer
circle meetings between 1846 and 1851 were the council of fifty and

the combined first presidency and quorum of the twelve
apostles 54

mary
52mary

ann freeze diary

19 september 1893

harold

B

lee library BYU

adeline savage journal p 25 7 may 1896 church historical department also diary of
lucy hannah white flake 1 march 1895 harold B lee library BYU
claytona
claytons
willard richards may august 1846 journal 30 may 1846 p 42 william Clay
tons journal pp
ap
40 203 for the meetings of elders seventies and high priests prayer circles in the nauvoo temple see
HC 7390 552 54 and heber C kimball 1845 1846 journal after entry for 11 december 1845
53

53hannah
hannah
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SPECIAL PRAYER CIRCLES

1851 1929

conduct of prayer circle meetings was restructured in
a manner reminiscent of the anointed quorum organized by joseph
smith in 1843 beginning in february 1851 a separate prayer circle
was organized in salt lake city for each day of the week but admission was not according to ones membership in any particular priesthood quorum or organization the presidents of these nightly prayer
circles in 1851 were sunday william C staines monday john
young tuesday albert P rockwood wednesday william snow
thursday norton jacobs friday james fife and saturday heman
hyde although a member of the first council of seventy albert P
rockwood was the president of the tuesday evening prayer circle
only two other members of the first council of seventy were members of his circle whereas five bishops of salt lake city wards were
admitted to his circle this mixing of ecclesiastical positions in the
membership of the salt lake city prayer circles of 1851 suggests that
when a man was appointed president of one of these special prayer
circles he could recommend for membership anyone worthy of such
opportunity regardless of ecclesiastical position 55 for ease of identifi
fication these circles will be denominated here as special prayer circles in contrast to ecclesiastical prayer circles where membership was
determined by church position
the special prayer circles of the 1850s were not restricted to salt
lake city or even to utah although data are insufficient to identify
the locations of all special prayer circles during this period it is possible that they were functioning in each of the major mormon settlements established in the american west the mormon colony in
san bernardino california and the st louis missouri stake were
both far distant from church headquarters yet the former had a
prayer circle as early as 1854 and the latter organized a prayer circle

in

1851 the

in 1857

16
56

the

tendency for special prayer circles to include men of various
quorums of the priesthood as well as men not presiding in any office was also reflected where it might be least expected in the prayer
circle of the first presidency and the quorum of the twelve

catalo
cataloguer
gued
church historical department catalogued
either under the name of their president or being transferred to the prayer circle collection from the
utah territorial collection at church historical department
san Be
bernardino
mardino mission 1852 1855 journal entries beginning 23 april 1854 amasa M lyman
papers church historical department erastus snow journal 9 february 1857 church historical dement
partment
part
55

55attendance
attendance rolls of these prayer circles 1851 1853 at
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apostles which also met on sundays the 1853 1854 rolls for example show that in addition to the first presidency and the quorum of the twelve the circle membership included edward hunter
the presiding bishop jedediah M grant and daniel H wells
prior to their becoming counselors in the first presidency joseph
young a member of the first council of seventy thomas bullock truman 0 angell nathaniel H felt william W phelps edwin D woolley albert carrington levi richards and isaac morley 57 whether presided over by a general authority or by another
priesthood member these special prayer circles made it possible for
men to fellowship in this sacred ordinance who were united in ways
other than by membership in a particular priesthood quorum
the basic structure of these special nightly prayer circles remained intact until 1858 on 25 july 1858 wilford woodruff recorded in his journal the next development in the history of the
prayer circles the presidency wished the twelve to get up a company each one of them to form a prayer circle 58 whether every
member of the quorum of the twelve in 1858 became president of
his own prayer circle is not presently certain but available records
show that the following members of the quorum organized their
own salt lake city circles in 1858 john taylor wilford woodruff
george A smith ezra T benson erastus snow and charles C
rich the prayer circles of these six men and that of the combined
first presidency and quorum of the twelve on sunday night accounted for one special prayer circle each night of the week members of the quorum of the twelve continued to act as presidents of
special prayer circles for seventy years

although apostles were made presidents of these special prayer
circles after 1858 non general authorities continued to preside over
other such circles these special prayer circles like those organized in
1851 were independent of stake or quorum organization contemporary with the prayer circles after 1858 that were presided over by
apostles additional special circles met in the salt lake endowment
house presided over by such men as edwin D woolley joseph

horne alonzo H raleigh john D T mcallister amos M musser
home
elijah F sheets jeter clinton james W cummings samuel W

richards elias smith edward snelgrove and george C lambert

57sunday prayer circle of president brigham young and the quorum of the twelve record of
sunday
attendance 1853 1854 being transferred from the utah territorial collection to the prayer circle col57

lection
58

58wilford
wilford

woodruff journal
woodruffjournal

25

july 1858
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occasionally a non general authority became president of a special
prayer circle when an apostle had to resign the presidency because of
a church calling thus joseph horne
home took over the presidency of
john taylors prayer circle in 1882 in view of president taylors responsibilities as president of the church and jeter clinton took over
the circle of erastus snow in 1862 when the latter received a mission
call

59

whether presided over

by an apostle or by a man with lesser
priesthood jurisdiction the operation of these special prayer circles
was the same established by the authority of the first presidency
the prayer circle was actually organized by either a member of that
body or of the quorum of the twelve prospective members were
nominated by the president and current members of the circle after
being unanimously voted on by the prayer circle members the
names of prospective members were recommended to the first presidency for approval once approved by the first presidency the men
were admitted
in 1851 these special prayer circles met in dedicated rooms of
residences but subsequently convened in the lion house or in the
salt lake endowment house 1855 1889 in the gardo house or
private residences 1889 1893 and in the salt lake temple
1893 1929 in some cases prayer circles distant from a temple met
in residences rather than in chapels it was common for the circle
president to admit his relatives since these special prayer circles included men irrespective of priesthood calling moreover these special
prayer circles often included men from various wards and stakes in
the salt lake valley men were released from a special prayer circle
only in the event of unwillingness to attend regularly or if they
ceased to be members of the church in good standing
it was a distinct honor to be a member of such a prayer circle
but it was an honor denied to thousands of worthy men who resided
both inside and outside the salt lake valley by 1929 the growing

membership of the church had highlighted the inequity of having
such special prayer circles for the privileged few because of their increasing exclusiveness special prayer circles were discontinued by the
first presidency in 1929 on 29 march 1929 apostle james E talmage explained this decision to his own prayer circle

see
59see

the prayer circle rolls in church historical department cataloguer
catalo gued according to name of the
catalogued
president of the circle or located in the prayer circle collection
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bro talmage
taimage acknowledged the benefit of the administration he
received last week he also explained the history of the organization
and carrying on of prayer circles both in and out of the temple and
then explained that it was decided by the first presidency and council
of the twelve that all special circles would hereafter be discontinued
he explained that membership in circles was of necessity a special
privilege which of necessity couldnt be extended to all who were
worthy and might desire membership whereas the temple ordinance
work which is of greater importance and included the circle ceremony
is available to every worthy latter day saint who desires to avail himself of the advant
advantage
advantag
ag e 60

the inequality

of these special circles was reduced in the ecclesiastical
prayer circles that continued to exist in the stakes and wards of the
LDS church after 1929

ecclesiastical

PRAYER CIRCLES

1845 1978

although the high council of the nauvoo stake had

a separate

prayer circle as early as december 1845 the history of subsequent
stake circles is incomplete due to an absence of records in the LDS
church archives available records indicate the existence of stake
prayer circles for only ten percent of the stakes that were organized
during the period for which stake prayer circle records can be found
nevertheless sufficient information about stake prayer circles is
available to provide a general outline of their history
stake prayer circles have continued to be organized down to the
mid twentieth century A recent formation of a stake prayer circle
occurred on 8 december 1957 when elders joseph fielding smith
and mark E petersen organized the smithfield utah stake prayer
circle other stake prayer circles may have been established in more
recent times although provo utah stake had a prayer circle almost immediately after the stake was formed in 1939 other stakes
indicate the opposite trend in most instances a prayer circle was not
begun until the stake had existed several years 61
these delays in forming stake prayer circles may have derived
from two factors oftentimes the first presidency and the council of
the twelve considered organizing stake prayer circles only after a formal request for that privilege had been made by the stake president

james E talmage prayer circle minutes 1912 1929 29 march 1929 church historical department james E talmage journal 29 march 1929 harold B lee library BYU
see the records ofjuab bear lake sevier summit wasatch Maricopa
61see
sce
sec
maricopa st joseph and smithfield
maricola
stake prayer circles church historical department catalogued
catalo
cataloguer
gued according to the current name of the
dates the stakes were organized
stakes and compare to the dares
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if the president of the

stake did not feel inclined to have a prayer
circle such an organization was usually not imposed upon his jurisdiction by the general authorities moreover there also seemed to
be a preference for having a current or former temple worker as a
member of the stake prayer circle this may have been the primary
reason for the delays in forming stake prayer circles
membership in the stake prayer circles was determined by ones
position in the stake but this criterion varied from stake to stake
some stakes included only the stake presidency high council and
stake clerk it was more common however for the stake circle to
include the stake presidency high council stake clerks patriarchs
and high priest quorum presidency the largest known stake prayer
circle was that of the alberta canada stake which in the
1948 1950 period had more than eighty members including the prebish oprics seventies presibishoprick
viously mentioned officers plus all ward bishoprics
61 even
dents and seminary teachers of the stake 62
though the officers
to be included varied between stakes the inequalities of the special
prayer circles were avoided by making membership in the ecclesiastical prayer circle a result of ones position in the stake rather than by
the choice of the prayer circle president and members with membership established on the basis of stake position entry and release
from the prayer circle automatically reflected each mans tenure in

church positions
in addition to stake prayer circles ecclesiastical prayer circles
have been conducted by wards priesthood quorums eg the salt
cies
presidencies
lake stake elders quorum 1893 1929 and by temple presiden
and temple workers usually these ecclesiastical prayer circles even
in local wards were organized by members of the first presidency or
the quorum of the twelve apostles for example on 18 december
1880 the president of the church his counselors and two apostles
63 nevertorganized prayer circles in each of the ogden utah wards 63never
th eless the presence of an apostle was not always required since in
heless
1937 edward J wood president of the alberta canada stake and
Card ston temple organized a prayer circle in the
bardston
president of the cardston
64
Hill
spring ward 64the
hillspring
the number of ward prayer circles is not readily
apparent but in 1900 apostle reed smoot said 1 I hope that there
will not be a ward but what will have a prayer circle inaugurated for

62aiberta
alberta
63

canada stake prayer circle minutes 1948 1950 church historical department
1845 1887 journal 18
2 may 1937 p 8

robert mcquarrie

journal history

december 1880 p 435 church historical department
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1165
65
1165with
strength to the church 3165
with such encouragement it is
probable that ward prayer circles have been as common by proportion as stake circles
whether a man became a member of a prayer circle by virtue of
his ecclesiastical position or by the choice of a special prayer circle a
question remains as to whether there were any special requirements
for membership the example of the juab utah stake prayer circle
is probably representative when that prayer circle was organized in
1880 the following questions were asked of each member

it is

a

do

you strive to live the principles of righteousness according
to the requirements in the bible book of mormon and doctrine and
1

covenants

do

you pay your tithing and offerings according to your covenants agreeable to the law of god and the requirements of the holy
priesthood
3 are you striving to pay all your just debts that you may owe
no man anything according to the exhortation of the apostle
4 do you strive to magnify your calling have family and secret
prayer and sustain faithfully the presiding priesthood by your vote
faith and prayers
5 are you willing to consecrate your time talents and means for
upbuilding
the up
building of the kingdom of god and the establishment of his
righteousness to cease to speak evil find fault and all manner of unrighteousness
6 have you any hard feelings or bitterness in your bosom to anysigned whom you could not meet with
undersigned
one or is there any of the under
undersigner
circle 66
in a prayer circle66
2

it

is to be noted that despite the emphasis by the LDS church leadership on entering into plural marriage during the 1880s there is no
evidence that membership in the prayer circle elite was dependent in
Mormoni sms polygamous elite nevertany way upon entering into mormonisms
th eless prospective members of prayer circles were cautioned that
heless
they must believe in all gospel principles as indicated in the 1909

instructions of apostle francis M lyman to

a

ward prayer circle

also that members must believe in every principle of the gospel
spoke especially on the principle of plural marriage said that members
should be firm believers in the principle but it was to be clearly understood that the carrying out of the principle was in abeyance at the present time 67

1898 1914 book 21 october 1900 p 34 church histjuab utah stake prayer circle minutes 18981914
orical department
66 ibid
1880 1887 book loose pages at front of book punctuation added
1910 memorandum book 7 november 1909 john M whitaker papers
19081910
john M whitaker 1908
western americana J willard marriott library university of utah salt lake city utah
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A more recent summary of the requirements for membership in a
prayer circle states they should be men who are true tried active
devoted strong in testimony integrity faithful honest obedient
submissive prayerful loyal sustain authority without hard feelings
68
having complied
and without guile whose houses are in order 1168
with the requirements of worthiness members of prayer circles met
weekly biweekly or monthly as the particular circle might choose
PURPOSES OF THE PRAYER CIRCLE

at a minimum

the prayer circles have been for the observance of
the true order of prayer but additional activities have also been conducted in prayer circle meetings As discussed previously the first organized prayer circle was a vehicle for the administration of the
anointing and endowment ceremonies of the priesthood from 1843
to 1845 this facet of organized prayer circles was of short duration
but other activities characterized prayer circle meetings throughout
their history in the church at these meetings it was often customary to consecrate bottles of oil for the anointing of the sick 69 prayer
circle meetings from the days of joseph smith to the present have
inbisic in
also been occasion for testimony bearing and discussion of basic
rational gospel doctrine 70 in addition prayer circles were occaspirational
spi
sions where participants covenanted to live more fully certain command ments 771I rarely has extensive church business been conducted
mandments
in connection with the prayer circle meeting the exceptions to this
being the prayer circle meetings of the first presidency and the
council of the twelve those of the council of fifty and those of
the salt lake stake
it might be wondered whether the prayer circle is intended to be
a means of summoning special revelations or manifestations the primary purpose of any prayer is to commune with god and to receive
1

requirements and instructions for setting up prayer circles in stakes undated typed document d4564 church historical department
61for
for example on 17 december 1845 seven men participated in a prayer circle in the nauvoo
temple for the purpose of dedicating and consecrating forty five bottles of oil for use in temple ordi1846 journal 17 december 1845
18451846
nances deberc
hebercC kimball 1845
heber
woodruff journal 7 january 1844 mrs woodruff and myself met with the quorum
wilford woodruffjoumal
and we had an interesting time
rime of instruction I1 spoke during the day upon the relationship that we
sustained towards our progenitors & posterity in the resurrection of the dead salt lake utah stake
prayer circle record 1904 1920 p 8 on april 5 1905 it was decided that at each meeting of the
prayer circle held thereafter or until other arrangements should be made a member of the circle should
give an address on a section of the book of doctrine and covenants
heber C kimball 1840 45 journal
journalj 24 july 1845 the holly order met at the usual place for
prair and willard richards journal for 24 july 1845 N4 PM prayer meeting after which the quorbrair
um agreed to take no more snuff & tobacco for 6 weeks
por
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the instruction and influence of god under difficult circumstances
faithful persons may seek special manifestations of gods power as
on 9 june 1844 when vilate kimball wrote to her husband that the
weather at nauvoo had been so cold and wet that newel K
whitney and dr john M bernhisel thought the anointed quorum
needed to assemble to ask the lord to change the weather to avoid
an epidemic of sickness among the sain
saints
ts 72 also with the approval
of the prophet joseph smith the members of the 1835
1833
1855 school of the
1853
prophets joined in prayer for a special visionary manifestation 73
according to the will of the lord divine manifestations may accompany or follow prayer but there is little evidence that the order
of prayer observed in prayer circles was intended to summon special
manifestations in fact there is at least one occasion in which members of a prayer circle were admonished not to seek such signs on
22 march 1846 samuel W richards recorded in his journal that in
the prayer circle of his seventies quorum it was proposed that we
pray for the prophet joseph to come into our midst and converse
with us the uncomfortable similarity between such an act and a
spiritualistic seance was apparent and it was decided by the president that we had no right to pray for that thing and all was again
1114
74
obviously a prayer circle may result in divine manifestation
right 1174
of a spectacular nature but the available records concerning prayer
circles indicate that rarely is such a manifestation sought
the purposes of the prayer circle are outlined in a recent instruction from the LDS authorities
the purpose of the prayer circle the true order of prayer get
close to the lord spirits drawn out to god and his son hearts
humble contrite and at peace soften hearts of participants and draws
them near to god perfect love and harmony pray for the sick pray
for the advancement of the lords work with his blessings upon the
people and

his leaders

75

for men who were generally unable to attend religious instruction in priesthood quorums and sunday schools due to administrative assignments the special and ecclesiastical prayer circle meetings were opportunities to receive the spiritual instruction that was
paradoxically denied to them by their church callings moreover the

vilace kimball to heber
Vilate
vilatekimball

C kimball 9

june

1844 continued as a letter dated 24

june

1844

church historical department
secsee an
fn ig
73see
19 above
richards journal 22 march 1846 church historical department
samuel W richardsjournal
requirements and instructions for setting up prayer circles church historical department
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prayer circles encouraged the bonds of fellowship and loyalty naturally expected of men who served in church leadership although the
organized prayer circles may have given the impression of a church
ach
a church
rch they provided a great spiritual strength to thouwithin achu
sands of priesthood leaders during the nineteenth and twentieth cen71
turies 76
the conducting of separate prayer circles has continued until recently in some wards and stakes however on 3 may 1978 the first
presidency announced that all prayer circles except those conducted
as part of the endowment ceremony in the temples were to be immediately discontinued As the number of stakes in the LDS church
reached nearly a thousand the council of the first presidency and
the quorum of twelve apostles decided that it would be too difficult to comply with all the requests for new prayer circles 77

ac

6the
athe
the estimate of thousands is not extreme in view of the fact that the published history of a
single prayer circle lists 286 members see history of the elders quorum prayer circle salt lake city
1893 1929
18931929
spencer W kimball N eldon tanner and marion G romney to all stake presidents and bishops 3 may 1978 A comment about this announcement appears in update sunstone 3 july
ouly august
7

1978 6
19786
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